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The provision of cultural orientation is one of many services required by the contract 
between resettlement agencies and the federal agencies overseeing refugee resettlement, the 
Cooperative Agreement. This paper explores World Relief in Moline, Illinois as a case study for 
how small resettlement agencies can provide meaningful and memorable cultural orientations. In 
order to accomplish this goal, this research utilizes the Empowerment Theory to explore how 
recently resettled refugees’ perceptions can be taken into consideration as orientation materials 
are examined. Research sought to compare Cooperative Agreement requirements to current 
orientation materials, interviewed service providers and recently resettled refugees, and utilized 
their comments and ratings of orientation in order to determine what aspects of orientation have 
room for growth, what refugees perceive to be most important to know upon arrival, and if 
information can be presented in a better way. This research was intended to provide a starting 
point for agencies to reexamine their cultural orientation programs in light of what their clients 
believe to have been most beneficial to their own successes. Research demonstrates that current 
materials are outdated and that a majority of refugees are unable to remember a majority of the 
information that was supposed to be addressed in their orientations. Findings suggest that by 
creating orientations that both meet Cooperative Agreement requirements and address what 
refugees identify as beneficial information, caseworkers would be able to provide orientations 
that refugees are better able to remember and resettlement agencies would be able to continually 




INTRODUCTION: CONTEXTUAL INFORMATION AND RESEARCH QUESTION 
 In the wake of World War II, the world saw an outpouring of displaced people. The 
United States, among other countries, began to adopt policies regarding the resettlement of 
refugees. As a result of the need created by World War II, international law, specifically the 
United Nation’s 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, defined a refugee as:  
Any person owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the 
country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being 
outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable 
or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. (Article I(A)(2)) 
Between 1948 and 1980, US law regarding the resettlement of refugees was very much 
reactionary, resulting from what was happening around the world at any given point in time. The 
passage of The Refugee Act of 1980 meant the first US commitment to caring for all refugees, 
federal money allocated for the support of resettlement of refugees, and an attempt to standardize 
the services refugees would receive upon arrival (Office of Refugee Resettlement, “History,” 
n.d). Services provided to refugees are aimed at instilling self-sufficiency and the importance of 
refugees obtaining employment as soon as possible. These services are carried out by nine 
national resettlement agencies, each of whom subcontract with approximately 350 local field 
offices in 49 of the 50 states (Department of State, “The Reception and Placement Program,” 
n.d.). 
 As part of the attempt to standardize services, the US government enters into contracts 
with these nine national agencies. Each year the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) in 
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conjunction with the U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration 
(PRM) releases a Cooperative Agreement between itself and national refugee resettlement 
service providers. The Cooperative Agreement defines what the U.S. government requires of 
resettlement agencies; one such requirement is that the resettlement agency must provide 
orientation to U.S. life and culture within the refugee’s first thirty days in the country. Each year, 
the Cooperative Agreement is updated based on the outcomes of case audits and feedback from 
various sources. At the beginning of fiscal year 2013 (which began October 1, 2012), ORR and 
PRM expanded their requirements for refugee cultural orientations from a short bullet point list 
to nearly three full pages outlining topics that must be covered and subtopics that must be 
addressed. Many agencies were forced to quickly revamp their orientation programs or face 
violating their contracts with ORR and PRM, a violation that may threaten their existence as a 
resettlement service provider. 
While working with World Relief in Moline, Illinois, a small resettlement field office, I 
was asked to help improve their cultural orientation materials in light of the new requirements. 
After speaking with many refugees and several caseworkers, I quickly discovered that many 
refugees did not recall the material that was covered in their orientation; a problem that can lead 
to substantial legal and financial trouble as they adjust to their new lives in the U.S. Providing 
quality cultural orientation within the first thirty days is difficult for both service providers, who 
have a limited amount of time to provide such a time-consuming service, as well as for refugees, 
many of whom are overwhelmed and experiencing culture shock. Unfortunately, there are many 
small field offices like World Relief Moline who only employ two caseworkers, must provide 
services to approximately 200 clients, and must complete a lengthy list of activities before each 
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refugee has been in the country for 30 days. I began to explore how I could support World Relief 
Moline in their efforts to provide a quality orientation that refugees are able to remember. 
 I quickly found that the orientation materials World Relief Moline was using were 
uninspiring, to say the least; there was no way that the existing slideshow would serve to inform 
new refugees about all they needed to know in order to successfully integrate into U.S. society 
given the new Cooperative Agreement requirements. Keeping in mind that this service is 
intended to help refugees adjust to life in a new place and culture, it is understandable that the 
list of required topics and learning indicators includes many topics and each topic includes 
several vague sub-points to allow for the addition of locally appropriate information and the 
expansion of knowledge. As a result of all the information that must be presented, cultural 
orientation is often the most time-consuming service that the Cooperative Agreement requires of 
resettlement service providers, often lasting several hours (and several days in field offices that 
have the additional resources to offer extended classes). Due to time and resource limitations, 
many small service providers utilize a slideshow presentations and very basic handouts. As a 
result of time and resource constraints, many agencies are forced to gloss over orientation and, 
consequently, clients struggle to retain the information provided to them. I determined that in 
order to best understand how orientations can be improved, it was necessary to first understand 
the refugees’ experience of cultural orientation. I believe that those who have previously 
experienced such a dramatic shift in life and culture and who have successfully come out of the 
situation are able to offer the most valuable insight into what information was most helpful and 
what they wish they would have been told. As a result, I sought to explore how the perceptions 
of cultural orientations differ between the requirements laid out in the Cooperative Agreement 
and refugees’ experiences and how can the resulting information be used to improve the 
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orientation program. This research focuses primarily on the first half of that goal: what do 
refugees who have received cultural orientation from World Relief Moline during the past 
five years recall about the material that was provided to them, how useful did they perceive 
the information to be, and what are their recommendations for improvement? In order to 
answer this question, research compared Cooperative Agreement requirements to current 
orientation materials, interviewed service providers and recently resettled refugees, and utilized 
their comments and ratings of orientation in order to determine what aspects of orientation have 
room for growth, what refugees perceive to be most important to know upon arrival, and if 
information can be presented in a better way. The conclusion of this paper will utilize the results 







 Updates to the Cooperative Agreement for fiscal year 2013, brought expanded 
requirements to the subsection regarding requirements for cultural orientation (section 8.C.5.e)
1
.  
When looking at this material it is important to note that the Cooperative Agreement specifically 
directs resettlement staff to the Cultural Orientation Resource Center (CORC), a website created 
by the Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) with funding provided by the U.S. Department of 
State, Bureau of Population, Refugee, and Migration (PRM). The website offers a variety of 
resources for professionals working with refugees; refugee culture backgrounds, phrasebooks in 
a variety of common refugee languages, material for learning about refugees and the refugee 
experience, orientation Toolkits, and the “Welcome to the U.S. Guidebook” and Videos (also 
translated in common refugee languages). The materials on this website are often cited as being 
the preferred material for cultural orientation. The “Orientation Toolkit” offers lesson plans, 
complete with activities and debriefing questions for each required discussion topic, 
unfortunately these materials appear to have been designed for large groups of refugees to 
participate in together over an extended period of time. While it is understandable that this may 
be feasible in pre-departure orientation and in some U.S. cities that receive thousands of refugees 
annually, large group classes, offered within each refugee client’s first thirty days in the country, 
simply is not a realistic option for most resettlement agencies. The “Welcome to the U.S. 
Guidebook” is a phenomenal tool as it discusses all of the required topics and it has been 
translated into several common refugee languages and is available for free download and 
distribution; however, at 230 pages it is simply too long to provide a copy to each new family. 
Instead, most resettlement agencies are forced to create their own orientation materials, using the 
                                                        
1 The full language of the both the 2012 and 2013 Cooperative Agreement requirements covering 
cultural orientations can be found in Appendix A. 
6 
 
CORC’s orientation toolkit and guidebook as a loose guide. For those agencies unable to fully 
utilize the “Orientation Toolkit” or the “Welcome to the U.S. Guidebook” provided by CORC, 
their partnership with CAL provides access to several published articles about everything from 
defining a refugee to a report on U.S. orientation practices, which also is several years old 
(Costello, 2004). Unfortunately, there has been very little published since changes to the 
Cooperative Agreement went into effect on October 1
st
, 2012. 
 It is also important to note that cultural orientation is offered prior to departure in 
countries with high concentrations of refugees. These overseas orientations last anywhere from 
2-30 hours and utilize a combination of lectures and active participation (CORC, “Overseas CO 
Delivery,” n.d.). Overseas orientation focuses on many of the same topics that the Cooperative 
Agreement requires of domestic orientation. Many of the overseas orientation sites utilize 
activities from the CORC’s website and some even provide a copy of the “Welcome to the U.S. 
Guidebook” or play the “Welcome Video”. Unfortunately, attendance at these orientations is not 
required so resettlement agencies must not assume that a refugee has any preexisting knowledge.  
 There are several organizations that have developed successful orientation materials over 
several decades of service but many are not being utilized or are not being shared with other 
resettlement offices. Most of the national resettlement agencies offer Best Practices Webinars 
that are presented by a local field office, but often times this information is not presented with 
any of the other eight national agencies. U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI), 
one of the nine national resettlement agencies, has released pamphlets on their website covering 
several subjects ranging from health to personal finance. These materials are available on their 
website for printing and distribution in some of the most common refugee languages. The U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), another national agency, provides a few short 
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pamphlets to their field offices covering the facts of life in the U.S. and travel loan basics, but 
these materials are only available to USCCB field offices. Even ORR (2012) has released a few 
publications about housing on their website, some of which have been translated. Unfortunately 
it is much more common for orientation practices to be kept quiet and shared with only local 
field offices.  
A simple Google search for “refugee orientation” will return hundreds of results about 
orientations provided by various organizations; one will be briefly introduced to the Refugee 
Development Center in Lansing, MI, Exodus Refugee’s Language Training and Cultural 
Orientation Classes in Indianapolis, and the Spring Institute for Intercultural Learning’s Cultural 
Orientation classes in Denver. Or one may even encounter stories of praise about orientation at 
Caritas of Austin, International Rescue Committee in Baltimore or even the orientation provided 
by the YMCA of Houston (Einsel, 2007). None of these websites or articles explains how these 
agencies provide the orientations that are making them famous and when this researcher reached 
out to ask questions, silence followed. As it currently stands, field offices only exchange success 
stories with their partner offices. 
Likely spurred by attempts to standardize services following the Refugee Act of 1980, 
CAL (1982) published a 190 pages document about planning and the implementation of 
orientation programs. The book must have been a great tool at the time of its release; it discussed 
determining the most appropriate type of orientation, techniques for teaching, and offered sample 
lesson plans. There have been no similar publications since this time and now changes to 
Cooperative Agreement requirements and new research on the education of adults and English 
languages learners has made this book a relic of past practices. In 2006, Costello and Bebic 
published a short background article for COR Digest about the history and current status of 
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refugee cultural orientation both in the U.S. and overseas. This piece offers a great starting point 
for those seeking to understand orientations but it fails to provide any advice or methodology for 
caseworkers. Clearly, literature regarding orientation presented to refugees leaves much to be 
desired as well. However, there is some information that can be extrapolated from research done 
regarding the education of immigrants and refugees. Pfleger and Ranard (1995) compiled fifteen 
years worth of essays, documenting refugee English education programs in Southeast Asia. Their 
work has largely been used for English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers and beyond 
learning about education programs for refugees overseas, the book holds little value for 
resettlement caseworkers. Seufert (1999) presents an array of issues and concerns relating to 
refugees as English language learners – many of which can also be applied to refugees as cultural 
orientation students. Most notably, Seufert creates a list of three factors that ought to be 
considered when designing an orientation program (limited available time and energy, previous 
experience with education, and psychological needs during a time of great transition). She 
continues to create recommendations for English curriculum, and these considerations are as far 
as caseworkers are able to transfer the information she presents. 
 If research from the CORC and independent authors and editors cannot prove to be useful 
due to recent changes in orientation requirements and agencies do not resettle a large enough 
number of refugees to hold group classes and utilize lesson plans from the “Orientation Toolkit”, 
these small resettlement agencies must rely on their own understandings of Cooperative 
Agreement requirements, refugees’ needs, and their own assessments of the effectiveness of 
previously utilized orientation practices. However, if former refugees are not consulted during 
this process, the resulting orientation that may be created can leave refugees feeling even more 
confused and frustrated. Refugees are entering the U.S. in the lowest social and economic levels; 
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they are often entirely dependent on their resettlement agency and public service benefits until 
they become gainfully employed. What if agencies were able to empower refugees who have 
completed all of their required services by providing them with a voice? The research that 
follows is based on the assumption that ideas from the Empowerment Theory, through requesting 
and employing the ideas of recently resettled refugees, can be utilized to create meaningful 
orientations.  
 While not designed specifically for work with refugee clients, the Empowerment Theory 
allows for the utilization of previous refugees’ knowledge as a useful tool for the creation of 
orientation for new refugees. Lee & Hudson (2011) explain, “Utilizing empowerment theory as a 
unifying framework, it presents an integrative, holistic approach to meeting the needs of 
members of oppressed groups… Empowerment is about taking control, achieving self-direction, 
seeking inclusiveness rooted in connectedness with the experiences of other people” (pp. 160). 
Empowerment Theory exists under the assumption that individuals are able to “solve immediate 
problems” and follow their solutions to be able to analyze the society around them. Lee & 
Hudson continue, “Empowerment means that people draw strength from working through the 
meaning of these different statuses in their lives, which enables them to be the fullness of who 
they are, persons with a rich heritage” (pp. 166). By encouraging former clients to participate in 
the improvement of services provided to new refugees, caseworkers are allowing a means for 
clients to examine their experiences, both successes and struggles, and create solutions others 
based on their own experiences. Should resettlement agencies seek to rely on the Empowerment 
Theory, they would be able to create a cycle of empowerment for the refugees which they serve: 
refugees would transition from requiring the complete support and aid of a resettlement agency 
and transition to being empowered to have their ideas and experiences support the resettlement 
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of those refugees who follow. By empowering refugees in such a manner, resettlement agencies 
are allowing those whom they have recently resettled to have a voice that will encourage them to 








Seeking to better understand the various perceptions of cultural orientation, this research 
has utilized a comparison between the perceptions of refugees, current Cooperative Agreement 
requirements, and reflections on the results of research by service providers. In light of time and 
geographic constraints, research was focused on cultural orientation at the World Relief field 
office in Moline, Illinois and the perceptions of clients who have been living in the U.S. for five 
years or less. Research began by examining current orientation materials utilized by World 
Relief Moline and comparing them to the updated Cooperative Agreement requirements, noting 
any apparent areas of focus and any areas needing additional attention. A list was made of the 
topics covered in the existing World Relief Moline orientation, with topics of apparent focus 
noted, and the list was set side-by-side with the list of main topics required by the Cooperative 
Agreement. This provided a baseline for where current orientation practices stand and allowed 
for an understanding of what the refugees who were interviewed were provided upon arrival in 
the U.S. Upon completion of this baseline understanding, interviews with refugees who were 
resettled by World Relief Moline commenced. I sought to obtain qualitative data about the 
orientations that were provided to them as well as a question seeking a numerical rating of their 
orientation. Refugees were asked a series of four initial questions to establish the demographics 
of the refugees that were interviewed. The first two questions establish which country refugees 
originated from and which country they fled to and were subsequently registered as refugees in. 
Twenty-six refugees from a variety of countries of origin and who had been resettled over a 
period of five years were interviewed; five Iraqis who were refugees in both Syria and Jordan, 
two Cubans, seven Burmese who were refugees in both Thailand and Malaysia, four Congolese 
who were refugees in Ethiopia, five Bhutanese who were refugees in Nepal, and three Sudanese 
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who were refugees in Uganda. Clients were then asked how long they had been living in the U.S. 
Knowing that clients who are enrolled into the Match Grant Program, a federal program offering 
matching funds for volunteer services and donations in order to provide additional services, 
receive additional orientation and support, a question was added to identify clients who received 
these services. The addition of this question would prove to clarify whether additional support 
provided to refugees would make a difference in their experience of cultural orientation. Once 
the basic demographic questions had been addressed, I asked questions about what they 
remembered, what they would change, and what they wish they had been told.
2
 A question 
asking them to rank the usefulness of the orientation that they were provided was also included 
to provide a means of quantifying the refugees’ responses. Overall, these interviews allowed for 
a better understanding of refugees’ retention and needs. Once this data was compiled, it was 
presented to caseworkers and a few local service providers. World Relief employs only two 
caseworkers, so research expanded to include additional service providers from other local 
organizations, who have all worked with refugees for many years. A total of five service 
providers were interviewed on their perceptions of cultural orientations; two caseworkers at 
World Relief Moline, one outreach nurse who has been working with refugees for thirteen years, 
one employer who hires large numbers of refugees, and one woman who works with secondary 
migrants and has worked in with refugees for fourteen years. Service Providers and caseworkers 
were asked three questions about orientations:  
• What do you think is the most important topic that should be discussed in orientation?  
• Is there any information that you think refugees are having a hard time 
learning/remembering?  
                                                        
2
 See Appendix B for Data Collection Questionnaires 
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• How do you think we can best present cultural orientation?  
Upon completion of this research, all three sets of data were compared against one another and 
notable differences and similarities were documented.  
Fortunately, limitations on the completion of this research were minimal. As explained, 
time and geography limited the research to orientations provided by World Relief Moline, rather 
than seeking to examine orientations across the nation. Language was not a limitation to 
completing this research as translators had been arranged and were utilized for all interactions 
with recently resettled refugees. Time proved to be a challenge, as it took some work to arrange 
interviews with refugees around their work schedules, as such, it proved to be a challenge but not 
a limitation. Many refugee cultures are hesitant to criticize so care was taken to explain to 
refugees that their analytic responses would be used to help improve the orientation that new 
refugees will receive. The greatest limitation during research was arranging time to speak with 
caseworkers since the timing of this research fell at the end of the resettlement fiscal year, one of 




PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 
In order to best breakdown and examine what aspects of orientation could use 
improvement, the data will be presented and analyzed in three separate sections: presentation and 
analysis of the comparison between current orientation materials and Cooperative Agreement 
requirements, of refugee responses, and of service provider perceptions.  
 
Current Materials versus Cooperative Agreement Requirements 
When I first arrived at World Relief Moline in October of 2012, cultural orientations 
consisted of a short slideshow
3
 and handouts of an AR-11, Change of Address Form, and a 
Selective Service Registration Form for all men ages 18-25. Orientation materials left much to be 
desired. The chart below lays the topics currently in World Relief Moline’s next to the updated 
Cooperative Agreement requirements to demonstrate shortcomings. World Relief Moline Topics 
with an asterisk (*) denote topics that were stressed; italicized topics only covered a portion of 
the required Cooperative Agreement topic which it parallels; and blanks indicate that no portion 
of the topic was addressed. 
World Relief Moline Topics 
1) The Role of World Relief Moline* 
2)  Refugee Status 
3) English Classes 
4)  Reporting a Move 






11)   
12)   
13)   
Cooperative Agreement Required Topics 
1) Role of the Local Resettlement Agency 
2) Refugee Status 
3) English 
4) Public Assistance 
5) U.S. Laws 
6) Your New Community 
7) Employment 
8) Health 




13) Cultural Adjustment 
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 A copy of World Relief Moline’s slideshow can be found in Appendix C.  
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Caseworkers often talked through a copy of the slideshow, while utilizing a translator, and 
provided an opportunity for the refugees to ask questions. Typically, this orientation would 
require approximately two hours of a caseworker’s time. One can clearly see that while the 
existing materials meet some of the requirements, almost half of the new required topics are 
being neglected. It was clear that existing materials focused primarily on getting a job, clarifying 
the role of World Relief Moline, and housing rules and responsibilities while other subjects were 
glossed over. The 2013 Cooperative Agreement explains that, “to the extent practical, written 
orientation materials in the refugee’s native language covering the topics listed below shall be 
made available to the refugee upon arrival.” Currently, World Relief Moline is only handing out 
two forms (three, if the refugee falls into a certain demographic). Certain that this information is 
not intentionally being neglected I spoke with the caseworkers to explore how the current 
materials were developed. It was explained that the current orientation materials were created 
several years ago and had been updated only a few times, as a need was discovered. After these 
areas for growth had been noted, it was time to examine whether the refugees were able to 
identify these shortcomings and what, if any, additional insights they had. 
 
Refugees’ Perceptions 
Refugees were asked eleven questions. The first four provided background information to 
better understand the demographics of the study. First refugees were asked what country they 
originated from: five originated from Iraq, two from Cuba, seven from Burma, four from the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, five from Bhutan, and three from Sudan. Next, refugees were 
asked which country they registered as a refugee in (this is also the country in which they were 
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provided overseas, pre-departure orientation): three individuals from Iraq were refugees in Syria 
and two in Jordan, the two refugees from Cuba were also registered as refugees in Cuba, four 
Burmese refugees registered in Thailand while the other three registered in Malaysia, the four 
Congolese refugees were registered in Ethiopia, all five Bhutanese refugees registered in Nepal, 
and all three Sudanese refugees registered in Uganda. Next, the refugees were asked how long 
they had been living in the U.S.: six had been in the U.S. for less than one year, seven for one to 
two years, four for two to three years, five for three to four years, and four for four to five years. 
The final question asked if the refugee was enrolled in the Match Grant Program (as explained 
earlier, this program allows for additional orientation and support): ten had been Match Grant 
clients, eleven were not, and five couldn’t remember if they were enrolled in the program or not.  
Once this demographic data was collected, interviews began to explore the refugees’ 
memories and opinions of the cultural orientation that was provided to them. Refugees were 
asked to list the topics that were discussed during their cultural orientation in order to establish a 
general idea of how much they remembered; no refugees were able to list all of the topics that 
were covered in the slideshow utilized by World Relief, twenty could remember some of the 
topics, and six couldn’t remember any of the topics that were discussed. At this point in the 
interview process, opinions were gathered regarding what refugees deemed most important and 
what they wish they had been told. Specific responses will be discussed shortly; first we will 
explore if their responses were topics that the Cooperative Agreement requires or if they were 
new ideas. When asked what they believe to be the most important topic that ought to be covered 
in cultural orientation, fifteen provided an answer that fell in line with one or more of the 
Cooperative Agreement requirements while eleven provided unique ideas. Seventeen explained 
that the most important lesson they have learned since arriving in the U.S. was a topic that 
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aligned with one or more required topic while the remaining nine explained lessons they had 
learned that cover other topics. Then refugees were asked what they wish they had been told; 
fourteen explained topics that the Cooperative Agreement requires and twelve provided alternate 
responses. 
The final two questions sought to provide a more quantitative evaluation of the 
orientations that refugees were provided. When asked if they believed orientation provided the 
necessary information to become successful in the U.S., sixteen said yes and ten wished they had 
been provided with more information. Finally, refugees were asked to rate the orientation that 
was provided to them on a scale of zero to five; responses varied. No refugees gave a rating of 5 
(Extremely Helpful); six rated orientations a 4 (Very Helpful), eight rated orientations a 3 
(Somewhat Helpful), three rated orientations a 2 (A Little Helpful), three rated orientations a 1 
(Was Not At All Helpful), and six said that they could not remember their orientations at all. 
Given this data, the average rating for orientations is a 2 (A Little Helpful). 
 
The following table summarizes refugee responses: 
Interview Question Refugee Responses 
1. Country of Birth Iraq: 5       Cuba: 2        Burma: 7        Democratic Republic of 
Congo: 4          Bhutan: 5             Sudan: 3 
2. Country of Refugee 
Registration 
Syria: 3        Jordan: 2       Cuba: 2        Thailand: 4         
Malaysia: 3        Ethiopia: 4         Nepal: 5        Uganda: 3 












4. Match Grant? Yes: 10 No: 11 Can’t Remember: 5 
5. Number of Topics 
Remembered 
All Topics: 0 Some Topics: 20 No Topics: 6 
6. Most Important Topic CA Requirement: 15 Not a CA Requirement: 11 
7. Most Important Lesson CA Requirement: 17 Not a CA Requirement: 9 
8. Thing Wished Had 
Been Told 
CA Requirement: 14 Not a CA Requirement: 12 
9. Did Orientation 
Provide Necessary 




11.     Orientation Rating 5: 0 4: 6 3: 8 2: 3 1: 3 0: 6 
 
 Following interviews with recently resettled refugees, it became clear that cultural 
orientations leave much to be desired. When asked about what they felt is the most important 
topic that should be discussed during orientation, all described required topics. It seemed as 
though refugees noted a variety of topics, likely indicating that the topics they mentioned were 
ones they had issues with at one time or another and they had not remembered from their 
orientation. Several required topics that were brought up by refugees were most notably 
management of personal finance, the importance of knowing U.S. laws, the possibility of family 
reunification, and the importance of English. One Burmese refugee who has been in the U.S. for 
three years explained the importance of English, “Don’t be afraid if you don’t know the language. 
Try first and if you can’t do it at least you tried.” A Bhutanese refugee who had been in the U.S. 
since 2011 stated that the most important thing refugees must learn is U.S. laws; he described 
that understanding of the law is the most basic and urgent knowledge and that a refugee can learn 
the rest on their own as long as they are able to follow the laws and stay out of trouble. When 
asked, all of the refugees were able to list some of the topics that were covered, but none was 
capable of listing all the topics that World Relief Moline covers in its slideshow. Questions about 
what refugees wish they had been told and what they have learned since their arrival brought a 
range of responses; again, many were required topics but several were new ideas that were never 
mentioned in orientation and are not topics required by the Cooperative Agreement. One young 
woman from Burma explained her desire to hear more about the similarities between America 
and her home country in order to help ease the adjustment to a new culture. Despite initial 
estimates, refugees who participated in the Match Grant Program showed no better retention than 
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those who were not enrolled in the program. Perhaps the most important question, that regarding 
suggestions to how orientation ought to be provided, received several beneficial insights. Several 
refugees suggested that orientation be provided over the course of several days while others 
wished they had received printed information that they could look back at later when life had 
calmed down. One refugee from Iraq had a unique idea - her idea proposes a means of teaching 
about cultural adjustment through others’ experiences. She explains, “Trust me many refugees 
are lost and in shock in the first year. For me, before I came here I was following on the Internet 
many refugees who came to the US, I read and learned from their experiences about life here. So 
when I came here I didn’t feel shocked, I had my goals, and I'm working on them now.”  
 
Service Providers’ Perceptions 
 Of the five service providers interviewed (two caseworkers at World Relief Moline, one 
outreach nurse who has been working with refugees for thirteen years, one employer who 
typically hires refugees, and one woman who works with secondary migrants and has worked in 
with refugees for fourteen years) responses almost unanimously explained that there is no one 
topic that is more important than any other. Each pointed out that certain topics need to be given 
more emphasis than they currently are. Naturally, the topics they believed ought to be 
emphasized typically fit in line with the type of interaction they had with refugees. When asked 
what topic they believe refugees are struggling to remember or understand a range of answers 
were provided, covering almost every required Cooperative Agreement topic and then even more. 
The most veteran respondent provided the most all-encompassing response, she pointed to a 
belief that refugees struggle most to remember that the U.S. is a nation full of rules that must be 
followed. Whether they are state laws, rules about education, or rules about rental housing, she 
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stressed the importance that refugees become lifelong learners. The concept of independence was 
also mentioned by several respondents; they pointed out that may refugees are brought into the 
U.S. receiving support from many different sources and they noticed the importance of 
explaining the need to transition from receiving help to being able to do it for themselves. The 
idea of stressing the importance of self-sufficiency falls in line with the ultimate goals of 
resettlement and proved to be a surprise that many refugees are still relying on public services 
and community support and donations to sustain their lives even several years after they have 
arrived. The question about ideas for the presentation of orientation materials yielded answers 
that ran the gambit from repetition to workshops to handouts. All of the respondents provided 







This paper set out to better understand what refugees who were resettled by World Relief 
Moline over the past five years think is most important to know in order to have a successful life 
in the U.S. Rooted in the belief that those who have experienced resettlement and adjustment are 
the best resources to identify opportunities for growth and areas of success, this research utilized 
the knowledge and experiences of refugees themselves coupled with Cooperative Agreement 
requirements to create several suggestions and recommendations for the cultural orientation 
program at World Relief Moline and beyond.  
 
Practical Applicability 
 Given that this research was conducted of refugees who were resettled and provided 
orientation by World Relief Moline the results are most applicable to this specific agency. 
However, my experience in several other small agencies would lead me to believe that the results 
and recommendations can benefit small resettlement agencies across the nation that have 
struggled with providing efficient yet meaningful and memorable orientations. The hope was that 
this research could be replicated in other resettlement field offices. This research was intended to 
provide a starting point for agencies to reexamine their cultural orientation programs in light of 
what their clients believe to have been most beneficial to their own successes. If resettlement 
agencies are working to create refugees who are self-sufficient and advocates for themselves, it 
stands to reason that they must first take ownership of the material that is being presented to 
them. As such, the format of this research itself can be utilized in other agencies in order to better 






Recommendations for Further Research 
Given the positive feedback and helpful results which were brought to light during 
interviews, this researcher would recommend that further investigation be conducted regarding 
domestic cultural orientations. It may be most beneficial to replicate this research for each local 
resettlement field office; this would serve to ensure that all refugees are receiving orientations 
that address what they identify as their challenges and concerns, thus utilizing the basic tenants 
of the Empowerment Theory. If such an undertaking were completed, it would be interesting to 
compile the data from each field office and compare those results to Cooperative Agreement 
requirements and be able to present any discrepancies to PRM in order to help improve the 
following year’s Cooperative Agreement. It would also be an opportunity to present the results 
of nationwide research to CORC so that they might create orientation materials that are suitable 
for all agencies, meet the refugees’ needs, and meet Cooperative Agreement requirements. 
Presenting the resulting information from a nationwide comparative study to CORC might result 
in the creation of orientation materials suitable for all sizes of field offices that would also 
remove the need for local field offices to constantly be recreating their orientation materials. 
Research further into the responses of refugees from different countries of origin would also be 
beneficial to the field as a whole since it would offer the opportunity to tailor orientations based 
on what situation the refugee is coming from. For example, refugees who lived in rural Burma 
with no running water may need different topics stressed than the middle or upper class refugees 
from Iraq who left behind white-collar jobs and advanced degrees. Under current orientation 
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practices both sets of refugees would receive identical orientations, with no attention to the fact 
that they are coming from two seemingly different worlds. 
 
Conclusions and Recommendations  
 When looking at the research conducted, one can see that there is some work yet to be 
done to ensure that refugees are provided with a memorable orientation that meets federal 
contract requirements laid out in the Cooperative Agreement. When current materials were 
compared to the new requirements, there was much to be desired. Current materials 
demonstrated a clear emphasis on three topics (role of the local resettlement agency, employment, 
and housing) while it neglected or glossed over the remaining eight topics. It stands to reason 
that this information is then not being presented to refugees. Including topics such as safety, 
budgeting, and education, just to name a few, one can clearly see that crucial information is 
being left out. There is no doubt that this research demonstrates that orientation materials are in 
dire need of attention. First and foremost, these materials must be updated to include all of the 
required topics and subtopics; not only to protect the field office from being reprimanded during 
their next audit but also for the benefit of the clients whom they are serving. The Cooperative 
Agreement states that one subtopic that must be discussed is that self-sufficiency and self-
advocacy are central to successful adjustment; it is impossible for refugees to achieve these 
things if they are not provided with the necessary basic information about life in the U.S. 
Utilizing the experiences of recently resettled refugees to improve orientations provided to new 
refugees would reinforce both of these topics. 
With nearly half of the required topics missing from the orientation slideshow and 
refugees mentioning in their interviews required Cooperative Agreement topics as subjects they 
24 
 
wish they had been taught, one can assume that attention to detail with regards to addressing 
Cooperative Agreement requirements would improve refugees’ perceptions of orientation. While 
the refugees interviewed avoided an outright condemnation of the orientation they received, their 
responses to questions about what they remembered and what they would change proved that 
they are simply not retaining the information that PRM deems necessary for success. Many 
refugees explained that they wish they had been presented with printed materials. While working 
at World Relief Moline, the assumption was that if printed materials were provided to refugees, 
they would simply be added to a pile of paperwork and never looked at again. This research has 
identified that at least some portion of the refugees would have preferred to receive information 
that they could look at during a later time. Knowing this to be the case, it might behoove the 
resettlement agency to spend the money to have materials printed and translated, if necessary. As 
it was noted in the literature review, various resettlement agencies across the nation have already 
released a variety of printed materials that have been translated into common refugee languages. 
By utilizing these preexisting materials caseworkers would save time and agency resources and 
clients would benefit from the ability to revisit these materials long after orientation has been 
presented. The first thirty days of a refugee’s time in the U.S. is often very busy with English 
classes, doctor’s appointments, meetings with caseworkers, and adjusting to life in a new place. 
Based on personal experience in the field, it would seem as though providing printed materials to 
refugees would allow them to read and learn about these subjects during any free time, therefore 
supporting retention while saving some of the caseworkers’ time.   
Another common theme among refugee responses was a desire to be provided with 
orientation information over a period of several days rather than in one long meeting. While it is 
not realistic for caseworkers to exchange one long meeting for several short ones, my experience 
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is that many topics correspond with other services that are required within the first thirty days 
(the required timeframe for completing orientation). It may be a better use of resources to 
provide orientation in segments. Once updated orientation materials are developed, they can be 
divided by topic and presented on days that related services are being completed (ie: the day of 
their first doctor’s appointment can be the day that health is discussed, when public benefits are 
applied for that topic can be discussed, etc). Especially since translators are utilized for these 
other appointments it would be feasible for caseworkers to provide orientations alongside the 
required services.  
Interestingly, several refugees mentioned the idea of needing to learn from experience. 
Due to contractual requirements resettlement agencies cannot simply cite this as a reason to 
provide subpar orientations; however, this can be slightly altered to suggest evidence for a desire 
to learn from those that have come before. Experiences such as that of the young Iraqi woman 
who followed other refugees on the internet can be utilized. Connecting new refugees with those 
who have been in the U.S. can be beneficial to both parties. While something like this may be 
limited by the work schedules of refugees, it would not be an impossible task. If this type of 
mentorship and companionship is not possible it is most certainly recommended that resettlement 
agencies seek out the advice of recently resettled refugees regarding the provision of cultural 
orientations. 
One of the most important things for resettlement offices to remember is that orientation 
practices must be fluid. Each year, changes to the Cooperative Agreement must be analyzed and 
taken into consideration as orientation practices are examined at the beginning of each new fiscal 
year. Research for this paper commenced during the 2013 fiscal year but by the time this 
research will be presented a new fiscal year, under the contract of a new Cooperative Agreement, 
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will have commenced. Given this necessary fluidity, the utmost important recommendation that 
can be offered is that orientation materials and practices are examined and, if needed, updated at 
the outset of each new fiscal year. 
Overall, research was able to successfully explore how orientations can be improved. It 
was evident, through all three divisions of the research that orientation materials needed to be 
updated. As a result of this research, the orientation materials utilized by World Relief Moline 
were updated to include all topics required by the Cooperative Agreement and recommendations 
were made to present orientation topics at the time that a corresponding service was provided 
and handouts were suggested to coincide with each required topic. Each refugee interviewed was 
proud to be able to help those refugees who are yet to arrive and they demonstrated a sense of 
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Section 8.C.5.d of FY 2012 Reception and Placement Basic Terms of the Cooperative 
Agreement 
8.C.5.d. Community and Other Orientation 
During the initial reception and placement period, the Recipient shall provide or ensure that the 
refugees assigned to it are provided orientation, with appropriate language interpretation if 
necessary, concerning: 
1. the role of the Recipient and any other individual or group assisting in sponsorship; 
2. public services and facilities; 
3. personal and public safety; 
4. public transportation; 
5. standards of personal and public hygiene; 
6. the availability of other publicly supported refugee services; 
7. the importance of learning English; 
8. personal and household budgeting and finance; 
9. information on permanent resident alien status and family reunion procedures; 
10. the legal requirement of each adult refugee to fully repay his or her IOM transportation loan 
in accordance with the established payment schedule; 
11. the legal requirement to notify the U.S. Department of Homeland Security of each change of 
address and new address within ten days. Authority: Secs. 103, 265 of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act, as amended by sec.11, Public Law 97-166, 95 Stat. 1617 (8 U.S.C. 1103, 1305). 
12. the legal requirement for males between the ages of 18 and 26 to register for the selective 
service within 30 days of arrival. 
To the extent practical, written orientation materials covering the topics listed above in the 
refugee's native language shall be made available to the refugee upon arrival. An intake 
interview and housing and personal safety orientation shall be conducted within five working 
days of arrival. Complete orientation on other topics shall be completed within 30 days of arrival. 
 
Section 8.C.5.e of FY 2013 Reception and Placement Basic Terms of the Cooperative 
Agreement 
8.C.5.e. Orientation 
During the initial reception and placement period, the Recipient shall provide or ensure that the 
refugees assigned to it are provided orientation, with appropriate language interpretation if 
needed. To the extent practical, written orientation materials in the refugee’s native language 
covering the topics listed below shall be made available to the refugee upon arrival. Complete 
orientation on all topics shall be completed within thirty (30) days of arrival. An orientation 
curriculum and teaching materials as well as the complete list of learning indicators for each 
topic and the content objectives will be available from the Center for Applied Linguistics 
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Cultural Orientation Resource Center at www.culturalorientation.net. Orientation topics and 
objectives must include: 
1) Role of the Local Resettlement Agency 
• The local resettlement agency is not a government agency. 
• Assistance provided by the local resettlement agency and public assistance is limited and 
benefits vary across agencies, locations, and cases. 
• There are a number of organizations that will work alongside local resettlement agencies 
to assist with access to locally-available programs and provision of services. 
• The local resettlement agency provides assistance to refugees through the provision of 
items and/or money to meet initial needs, a limited scope of services, and advocacy on 
refugees’ behalf to receive service for which they are eligible. 
• The quality and quantity of items provided will vary. 
• Refugees and the local resettlement are responsible in partnership for successful 
resettlement. 
2) Refugee Status 
• There are rights related to refugee status. 
• There are responsibilities related to refugee status. 
• Applying for permanent residency and naturalization are important steps in the 
adjustment process. 
• There may be immigration consequences to breaking U.S. laws. 
• Refugees may be eligible to file for family reunification, which would allow family 
members overseas to come to the U.S. 
3) English 
• For both adults and children, learning English is critical to successful adjustment in the 
U.S. 
• Learning English will take time and the process may vary from person to person. 
• There are a variety of ways to learn English. 
4) Public Assistance 
• Public assistance is available to help refugees pay for their needs, but is limited in amount 
and scope. 
• There are a variety of types of government assistance. 
• The local resettlement agency will provide help in accessing public assistance services. 
• There are responsibilities associated with some types of assistance. 
5) U.S. Laws 
• The U.S. is governed by the rule of law. 
• The U.S. has many laws governing behavior in public. 
• There are legal rights and restrictions related to family life. 
• There are rights and responsibilities related to U.S. residency and citizenship. 
6) Your New Community 
• There are community and public services that are available to support residents. 
• The local resettlement agency will assist refugees in becoming acquainted with their new 
community. 
• Members of the refugee’s ethnic or religious group who live in the area may be a good 




• Early employment and job retention are essential to survival in the U.S., and must be the 
primary focus for all employable adults (men and women). 
• A person’s initial job might not be in their chosen profession. 
• The refugee himself or herself plays a central role in finding/obtaining employment in the 
U.S. 
• A crucial way of finding better paying jobs is learning how to speak English. 
• There are general characteristics of U.S. professional and work culture to which refugees 
must adapt in order to be successful in finding and maintaining employment. 
• Employees have rights as well as responsibilities in the workplace. 
8) Health 
• Only critical and immediate health care needs may be met in the initial weeks of 
resettlement. 
• Initial health screenings and immunizations will be scheduled within thirty (30) days of 
arrival. 
• The U.S. has no universal healthcare system and refugee medical assistance (RMA) 
differs state by state.  In many cases RMA is available for eight months. 
• A variety of health care services are available in the U.S. 
• Preventative health care plays a large role in maintaining good health. 
• There are norms associated with health care services in the U.S.  
• U.S. health practices may differ from those of other cultures or countries. 
• There are local resources available to support refugees’ mental health. 
9) Budgeting and Personal Finance 
• Refugees are responsible for managing their personal finances. 
• In the U.S., financial transactions are mostly conducted through the banking system. 
• Paying taxes is a legal obligation in the U.S. 
10) Housing 
• There are a variety of types of housing arrangements depending on affordability and the 
local context (including shared housing, apartment, house, etc.). 
• The local resettlement agency provides assistance in home orientation, after which 
housekeeping and home maintenance are individual and family responsibilities. 
• Understanding basic safety considerations and use of appliance/facilities will promote 
safety in the home. 
• There are additional domestic life skills that facilitate independent living. 
11) Hygiene 
• There are norms for personal hygiene in the U.S. 
12) Safety 
• Attention to personal safety is an important consideration for all people. 
• Police and law enforcement agencies exist to help people if they become a victim of a 
crime. 
• It is important to be prepared for emergencies. 
• It is important to be familiar with safety procedures. 
13) Cultural Adjustment 
• There are core characteristic that define the American experience. 
• There are cultural norms and expectations that are fairly widespread throughout the U.S. 
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• The philosophies of self-sufficiency and self-advocacy are central to American culture 
and to refugees’ cultural adjustment. 
• There are numerous phases of cultural adjustment. 
• Resettlement may have an impact on family roles and dynamics. 
• Expectations regarding parenting practices may differ in the U.S. from what refugees are 
used to. 
• There are some basic coping mechanisms to deal with the stress of adjustment. 
• There are ways to seek assistance from others in your community. 
14) Education 
• There are legal and normative expectations regarding schooling in the U.S. 
• The value for adults and teenagers to continue formal education should be weighed 
against the need to work. 
• There are many options for continuing education and training beyond compulsory K-12 
schooling. 
15) Transportation 
• Public transportation options exist in most communities. 








Data Collection Questionnaire 
Refugee Questionnaire: 
Before we begin this conversation it is important that you know that you have the right to end 
this conversation if you being to feel uncomfortable or stressed in any way. You name will not 
be used at all in this research. You have the right to receive a copy of the completed research if 
you would like, if so please check the box on the informed consent form. I will take notes on 
your answers during the course of this conversation to help remember what you have said and 
ensure I have obtained the necessary information. Thank you, 
1. What country were you born in? 
2. What country did you register as a refugee in? 
3. When did you arrive in the U.S.? 
4. Were you a Match Grant client? 
5. Do you remember what was discussed in cultural orientation?  Can you tell me some of 
the topics? 
6. What do you think is the most important topic that should be discussed in cultural 
orientation? 
7. What was the most important thing you have learned about life in the U.S.? 
8. What do you wish someone would’ve told you about life in the U.S.? 
9. Did orientation provide you with the necessary information to live in the U.S.? If not, 
what other information do you wish you would’ve been told? 
10. How do you think we can improve how we present cultural orientation here in the U.S.? 
11. On a scale of 1-5, how would you rate the orientation you were given? 
0= I do not remember my orientation, 1= Was not at all helpful, 2= A little helpful, 
3= Somewhat helpful, 4= Very helpful, 5= Extremely helpful, 
 
Service Provider Questionnaire: 
For the sake of anonymity, no names will be utilized - simply the capacity in which you work 
with refugees and your length of service. If you are willing to participate in this research I ask 
that you please take a few moments to reflect on your experiences with refugees and complete 
the following questions. 
Thank you, 
1. How long have you been working with refugees? 
2. What do you think is the most important topic that should be discussed in cultural 
orientation? 
3. Is there any important information about life in the U.S. that you think refugees are 
having a difficult time learning/remembering? 





World Relief Moline Orientation Slideshow
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